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The Kam Wah Chung Company Building is located in a City park in 
John Day, a small town of 1600 population, in Eastern Oregon's cattle 
country. Chinese who flocked to the district in the 1860s to work the 
mines congregated in small "China towns", In John Day, _th.e social, 

^ medical and commercial needs of the Chinese were met by the Kam Wah Chung 
Company,

The building was constructed about 1866 or 1867 ? several years after 
the discovery of gold in the district, While the building calls to mind 
similar stone houses seen along the southern coast of China, recent close 
inspection of the construction suggests that the building followed the 
pattern of utilitarian structures on the frontier in the American West 
in that wings and additions were gradually accreted,

The ground story, measuring about 22 by 45 feet, is of
The frame second story over the central portion dates from the 1890s and 
is covered with horizontal drop siding typical of the period, Access to 
the second story is provided on the facade by a flight of stairs and a 
deck supported by posts. In 1917 or 1918 a masonry shop wing was added 
to the north end. This addition, like that of the second story, has a 
gable roof. Shed roofs cover the single story portions. The ceiling be<- 
tween floors in the main building is two feet thick, One foot of sand 
and gravel was used for insulation and fire protection, Interior walls 
are of rough boards, Some of the ceiling beams are poles. Window and 
door openings in the ground story are recessed in thick masonry walls.

The Kam Wah Chung Company Building is intact, there having been few 
interior or exterior changes since 1918, A Chinese professor of Chinese 
culture in America examined the contents of the building and judged the 
voluminous correspondence of Lung On, one of the establishment's 
with friends and family in China to be among tjfie most important sources 
for cultural studies in the western United States, Among the relics left 
in the building are various canned Chinese delicacies, dice^joss sticks, 
opium tins, medicine bottles, brass utensils, and a surprising cache of 
seventy-three bottles of preHProhibition whiskey, Among other documents 
are a ledger with daily entries by Lung On and a secret code book of a 
Chinese tong. Even the shrine and furniture used by the occupants are in 
place to preserve the exotic atmosphere.

According to terms of the will of the last private owner, the City 
of John Day is obliged to maintain the property as a memorial to the many 
Chinese who worked in local gold fields. Seeking assistance for develop^ 
ment of the museum, City officials received $800 in matching funds from 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation in 1972 for consultant ! 
services required to produce a "preservation feasibility study on the Ion, 
range restoration and preservation plan of the Kam Wah Chung Go, 
(1866-1940)." :;
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The building is located in the SW 1/4 of' the SW 1/4, Se^J? 
13 S,, R. 31 E, of the Willamette Meridian, in Grant County,/
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Kam Wah Chung Company Building is the unique landmark of the 
Chinese experience in Oregon, It is estimated that 10,000 Chinese labored 
in the gold fields around John Day and Canyon City, Galena, Susanville, 
Granite and other points in the Blue Mountains. During the height of mining 
activity, Grant County numbered between 1,000 and 5,000 Chinese among its 
population.

The characters that spell Kara Wah Chung can be translated roughly as 
"Golden Flower of Prosperity," principal owners of the Kam Wah Chung Company 
Building were Lung On and Ing Hay who moved to John Day as young men ? in 1877 
formed a partnership and purchased the store which had already been in opera 
tion for about a decade, Under management of the new owners, the store 
doubled as a doctor*s office and trading post. It was also a pharmacy, a 
place where tables were available for letters-writing, a social club for 
readers and gamblers, a bank, an assay office, and a shrine as well as a 
residence,

"Doc" Hay was a legendary figure. His treatments were popular with 
Chinese and the white population alike. Not a native of China f he had been 
born in Walla Walla, Washington, where he learned the medicinal properties 
of herbs, bear paws and opium. While Doc Hay practised as an herbalist and 
diagnostician f Lung On was the merchant. His stock of goods included such 
items as Havanna cigars 9 cigarettes, candy, rice, silk cloth, Chinese herbs 
and opium. When Lung On died in 1940, Bob Wah became Doc Hay's partner. 
Upon Doc Hay's death in 1952 at the age of 89, Wah inherited the property. 
Bob Wah, known familiarly as "Doc" Bob, spent little time in the old building 
thereafter, preferring to work in a house across the street. For all practical 
purposes, the store was closed from 1945 with its contents in place. In re­ 
sponse to the City's need for land for a park, Doc Bob had arranged to leave 
the property to the City before his demise in 1966. The deed, executed in 
1955, included a condition that the Kam Wah Chung Company Building be retained 
as a museum in memory of the Chinese in Eastern Oregon. Meanwhile, Lung On' 
will had directed that his debts be paid, the necessary partnership arrange­ 
ments adjusted, and that the rest of his estate go to his daughter, Ling Guey 
Sin, in Canton, China. She was never found. The estate amounted-to 
$46,856.25 at the end of 1970 when it was still on deposit with Grant County 
Since no legal claimant had appeared by that time, the escheated funds were 
transferred to the State Land Board, by which body it will be held until 1983 
Ordinarily, the funds would be forfeited to the State if no legal heir can 
be found in'the given time. It has not been determined whether or not the 
State might release these monies for the museum development.
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